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Unmapped Territory                 
The Strategic Assessment of Climate Change 
 
           Executive Summary 
 
The federal government recently published its revised requirements for project sponsors related to 
the consideration of climate change issues when the sponsors of designated projects undergo 
environmental assessment. Under the new Impact Assessment Act, each project on the designated 
project list must undergo first a review in principle to ensure its compliance with the federal 
government’s climate policy framework and indigenous reconciliation goals before undergoing a 
more traditional project review that examines the specific local environmental impacts. The actual 
reviews are to be carried out either by the Impact Assessment Agency of Canada (IAAC) or the 
“lifecycle regulators” such as the Canada Energy Regulator (the successor to the National Energy 
Board), the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission (CNSC) and the Offshore Petroleum Boards. 
 
The project list includes the construction, operation, decommissioning and abandonment of many 
kinds of projects in the energy, mining, and transportation industries. The same review process 
requirements can potentially apply to an oil pipeline, a diamond mine, a new powerplant, an airport 
or a railway, or significant additions to any of these. 
 
The regulations demand not only that a proponent identify the carbon-dioxide equivalent 
greenhouse gas emissions directly associated with the construction and operation of the project, 
but impose additional emission-related information requirements related to upstream emissions, 
downstream emissions, “net emissions”, acquired energy GHG emissions, carbon dioxide captured 
and stored, avoided domestic GHG emissions, and offset credits.  
 
The legislation approved by Parliament set no specific GHG emission targets for Canada. The 
Trudeau government, however, has superimposed on the legislative requirements 
additional ones that derive from its political objective that Canada meet a “net zero 
emissions goal” by 2050. Further, the government has interpreted this goal to mean that 
every new or expanded project must itself adhere to a net zero emissions goal.  
 
Surprisingly, given their potential impact on projects in a wide range of economic sectors, the new 
regulations have received almost no news coverage or commentary by think tanks and other expert 
sources in Canada. 
 
There are four main problems with the regulations.  

• First, the federal government expects firms to devise a “credible plan” to achieve net-zero 
emissions when the government has not released details of its own plan or even a cost-
benefit analysis demonstrating how reaching this target would be in the best interests of 
Canadians. In the process, the federal government is obliging companies to commit to things 
they cannot possibly predict, such as technological breakthroughs and changes in input 
costs.  

• Second, the new requirements will substantially increase regulatory compliance costs as 
firms must now calculate emissions-related information at every stage of the application 
process. This will add considerably to the number and range of consultants and lawyers that 
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firms will have to hire at a time when the affected industries are already reeling from 
changes in market conditions and government-imposed shutdowns.  

• Third, the regulations add more to uncertainty, the great investment-killer.  
• Finally, the wide range of projects covered by the regulations (including, for example, the 

addition of a runway at an airport) will expose many investments to burdensome 
regulatory scrutiny and increased vulnerability to cancellation due to the opposition of 
public-funded and politically-inspired environmental and Indigenous groups. For those 
projects that make it through the impact assessment gauntlet, their costs will be sharply 
raised, and they will have to pass these on to their customers in other industries and 
ultimately to the Canadian consumer. This will have large but difficult-to-estimate effects on 
the competitiveness of Canadians firms. 

 
Federal and provincial governments in Canada have already implemented 237 different GHG 
emission-reduction measures. Some include carbon dioxide pricing (i.e. taxes, emissions trading 
systems, and output-based pricing systems). The federal government is now layering on to these 
the costs of the Clean Fuel Standard. It has imposed many restraints on the construction of new oil 
and gas pipelines, and increasingly discouraged investments in the hydrocarbons industries in 
Alberta, Saskatchewan and Newfoundland and Labrador. It has politicized the pipeline project 
review process so that it is no longer guided by objective, expert assessments of the public interest. 
The new Impact Assessment regulations convert the impact assessment process into an onerous 
and blunt instrument for discouraging any new economic project that causes GHG emissions to rise.  
 
Applying such a standard would constrain almost all economic activity and job creation in Canada, 
contrary to what the government claims are its objectives. 
  
 
 
 
      

About the Author 
 
Robert Lyman is an economist with 27 years’ experience as an analyst, policy advisor and manager in the 
Canadian federal government, primarily in the areas of energy, transportation, and environmental policy. 
He was also a diplomat for 10 years. Subsequently he has worked as a private consultant conducting policy 
research and analysis on energy and transportation issues as a principal for Entrans policy research 
group. He is a frequent contributor of articles and reports for friends of science, a Calgary-based 
independent organization concerned about climate change-related issues. He resides in Ottawa, 
Canada. Full bio.  
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There is a world of opportunity out there for investors to choose from, Canada must offer a 

competitive and enticing environment to draw investment, not one conflicted with burdensome 
regulations no other regime has instituted. 

 
 
The federal government recently published its revised requirements for project sponsors related to 
the consideration of climate change issues when the sponsors of designated projects undergo 
environmental assessment. The revised regulations 
can be read here: 
 
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/conservation/assessments/strategic-
assessments/climate-change.html 
 
The regulations are intended to complement the Impact Assessment Act, one of the statutes passed 
as a result of Bill C-69, the so-called “no-more-pipelines” Act, and the provisions are consistent with 
that goal, although they are more broad-reaching. The Impact Assessment Act essentially 
transformed the previous environmental assessment and review process into a far more onerous 
one. Under the new Act, each project on the designated project list must undergo first a review in 
principle to ensure its compliance with the federal government’s climate policy framework and 
indigenous reconciliation goals before undergoing a more traditional project review that examines 
the specific local environmental impacts. The actual reviews are to be carried out either by the 
Impact Assessment Agency of Canada (IAAC) or the “lifecycle regulators” such as the Canada Energy 
Regulator (the successor to the National Energy Board), the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission 
(CNSC) and the Offshore Petroleum Boards. 
 
 

Image licensed from Shutterstock. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/conservation/assessments/strategic-assessments/climate-change.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/conservation/assessments/strategic-assessments/climate-change.html
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Previously, pursuant to the Impact Assessment Act, the government had passed regulations 
(SOR/2019-285) that identified the projects subject to review. Outside of parks and other sensitive 
federal lands, the project list includes, among other things, the construction, operation, 
decommissioning and abandonment of any of the following: 
 

• A new coal, metal, rare earth element or diamond mine; 
• A new stone quarry; 
• A new metal mill; 
• A new uranium mine or mill; 
• A new or expanded oil sands mine; 
• A new facility for the processing or separation of uranium, thorium, or plutonium; 
• A new facility for the processing or use of nuclear substances; 
• A new nuclear reactor; 
• A new nuclear waste disposal facility; 
• A new fossil-fuel power generating facility  with 200 megawatt capacity or more; 
• The major expansion of a fossil fuel generating facility; 
• The drilling, testing or abandonment of offshore exploration wells, offshore floating or fixed 

platforms or artificial island for oil and gas production; 
• A new sour gas processing facility; 
• A new liquified natural gas facility; 
• Major expansions of existing oil storage facilities, refineries, or heavy oil upgraders; 
• New or expanded oil and natural gas pipelines; 
• New interprovincial or international electricity transmission lines; 
• New hydroelectric generating facilities;  
• A new airport; 
• A new international bridge or tunnel; 
• A new marine terminal; and 
• Certain expansions of airports (e.g. run way additions), highways or railways. 

 
The regulations are remarkable in several respects, including their rationale and design and the 
reporting burden that they place on project sponsors. It would not have been surprising to see the 
government clarify how the assessment process would calculate climate-related project impacts, 
but these regulations expand the scope of the information required far beyond any preceding 
requirements.  
 
Notably, they demand not only that a proponent identify the carbon-dioxide equivalent greenhouse 
gas emissions directly associated with the construction and operation of the project, but impose 
additional emission-related information requirements related to upstream emissions, downstream 
emissions, “net emissions”, acquired energy GHG emissions, carbon dioxide captured and stored, 
avoided domestic GHG emissions, and offset credits.  
 

Exceeding the Legislative Mandate 
 
The information requirements go well beyond providing information that is currently available. 
The legislation approved by Parliament set no specific GHG emission targets for Canada. The 
Trudeau government, however, has superimposed on the legislative requirements 
additional ones that derive from its political objective that Canada meet a “net zero 
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emissions goal” by 2050. Further, the government has interpreted this goal to mean that 
every new or expanded project must itself adhere to a net zero emissions goal. The logic for 
doing this is obscure, and one hopes that the legality or it will be tested in the courts.  
 

The Planning Phase 
 
Under the process established by the IAAC, the initial phase of assessment is the one in which 
potential impacts are discussed with the public and Indigenous peoples. The information collected 
in the planning phase is then intended to inform the “tailored Impact Statement Guidelines”, which 
will outline the scope and information related to climate change in the Impact Statement. The 
planning phase includes the preparation by the proponent of an initial detailed project description, 
followed by engagement with Indigenous peoples, local communities, the public and federal 
authorities. IAAC (or the relevant body, like the CER) prepares a Summary of Issues that it 
considers relevant to the assessment, based on its consultations with all the “stakeholders”.  
 
Those not familiar with the evolution of environmental assessment in Canada may be under the 
impression that it has to do primarily with the conduct of scientific studies of the potential adverse 
impacts of a project on the natural environment. In fact, this part of the assessment process has 
over time become smaller and smaller, especially in terms of the time required to carry it out. Far 
more time is now spent determining the views of every group that considers that it may be directly 
or indirectly affected by the project. Environmental assessment, in other words, is no longer 
primarily about the environment; it is about politics. 
 

 
 

Tailored Impact Statement Guidelines 
 
The IAAC will publish Tailored Impact Statement Guidelines at the end of the Planning Phase. This 
will set out the extensive requirements on project sponsors with respect to the information they 
must file about GHG emissions. The detail to be required is astounding. Proponents must provide: 
 

In April 2018, PPHB Energy Investment Banking of Houston said this in their newsletter 
‘Musings” foreseeing the ultimate problem for doing business in Canada.  
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• A description of the project’s main sources of GHG emissions and their estimated annual GHG 
emissions over the lifetime of the project; 

• Net GHG emissions by year for each phase of the project based on the project’s maximum 
throughput or capacity (new project) or additional throughput or capacity (replacement or 
expansion project); 

• Direct GHG emissions, acquired energy GHG emissions, CO2 captured and stored, avoided 
domestic GHG emissions and offset credits, if applicable, per year for each phase of the project; 

• Emission intensity for each year of the operation of the project; 
• The quantity and description of the “units produced” for each year of the operation phase of 

the project; 
• Methodology, data, emission factors and assumptions used to quantify each element of the net 

GHG emissions; 
• A discussion of the development of emissions estimates and uncertainty assessment; and 
• A description of large sources of GHG emissions that may be the consequence of accidents or 

malfunctions.” 
 
One might say that the new assessment guidelines will demand of project proponents that 
they combine the skills of accountants, technology seers, and crystal ball gazers with respect 
to every aspect of their project’s operation over its entire life. As this is impossible to do 
without a great deal of speculation, it will create ample opportunities for environmental and 
indigenous groups (undoubtedly aided by publicly-funded consultants and lawyers) to 
question and challenge the proponent’s estimates, and then later to challenge the issuance of 
any permits based on these estimates.  
 

 
 Image licensed from Shutterstock. 
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Impact Assessment Phase 
 
Not all projects will go to the Impact Assessment Phase, but the proponents of those that do will be 
burdened with further information requirements including, among others: 
 

• A Best Available Technology (BAT) and Best Environmental Practices (BEP) determination 
to minimize the project’s GHG emissions (neither BAT nor BEV include an economics screen 
to ensure that the “best practices” are affordable). 

• A description of any additional emission mitigation measures that may be available; 
• A description of any carbon offset credits and may be obtained (this is usually short-hand 

for subsidies to renewable energy projects); 
• A comparison of the project’s projected GHG emission intensity to the emission intensity of 

other similar projects in Canada or internationally.  

Decision Making Phase 
 
The Minister of Environment and Climate Change (i.e. not the Minister of Natural Resources, the 
Minister of Transport or another Minister) or the Cabinet will decide whether a project that 
undergoes (“survives” might be a better word) impact assessment is in the public interest. The 
regulation states that: 
 
“Decision makers will be provided with analysis, including emissions targets and forecasts, such as 
Canada’s commitments under the Paris Agreement, Canada’s 2030 emissions targets, Canada’s Mid-
Century Long-Term Low-Greenhouse Gas Development Strategy, and Canada’s goal for achieving net-
zero emissions by 2050… The Minister will issue a decision statement on whether the project is in the 
public interest. If the project is in the public interest and allowed to proceed, the statement will 
contain enforceable conditions, as well as the rationale for the decision.” 
 

Impact of the Regulations 
 
Surprisingly, given their potential impact on projects in a wide range of economic sectors, the new 
regulation has received almost no news coverage or commentary by think tanks and other expert 
sources in Canada. 
 
The one notable exception was an article written by two analysts of the Fraser Institute, Alex 
Whalen and Elmira Aliakbari, that appeared in National Newswatch on October 8, 2020. The article 
can be found here: 
 
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/article/trudeau-government-deals-another-blow-to-
newfoundland-and-labrador  
 
Whalen and Aliakbari were commenting primarily on the adverse implications of the regulations on 
the energy sector of Newfoundland and Labrador, but they might as well have been describing the 
impacts on the whole Canadian economy. They listed three main problems. The first was that the 
federal government expects firms to devise a “credible plan” to achieve net-zero emissions when 
Ottawa hasn’t released details of its own plan or even a cost-benefit analysis demonstrating how 
reaching this target would be in the best interests of Canadians. In the process, the federal 

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/article/trudeau-government-deals-another-blow-to-newfoundland-and-labrador
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/article/trudeau-government-deals-another-blow-to-newfoundland-and-labrador
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government is obliging companies to commit to things they cannot possibly predict, such as 
technological breakthroughs and changes in input costs. Second, the new requirements will 
substantially increase regulatory compliance costs as firms must now calculate emissions-related 
information at every stage of the application process. This will add considerably to the number and 
range of consultants and lawyers that firms will have to hire at a time when the affected industries 
are already reeling from changes in market conditions and government-imposed shutdowns. Third, 
the regulations add more to uncertainty, the great investment-killer.  
 
I would offer a dimmer view. 
 
The new regulations are one of the worst examples I have ever seen of regulatory over-
reach. A wide range of new projects, not only in all aspects of the energy production and 
processing industries but also in transport (e.g. airports, bridges, posts, tunnels, railways 
and highways) will come under burdensome regulatory scrutiny and increased vulnerability 
to cancellation due to the opposition of public-funded and politically-inspired 
environmental and Indigenous groups. An additional runway at a local airport or the 
extension of an existing highway is potentially as liable to come under review and 
opposition as would a new electricity transmission line or a mine expansion.  
 
Only four years ago, the former National Energy Board limited its review of GHG emissions to those 
directly related to the construction and operation of a pipeline project. Now an oil pipeline project 
sponsor would have to estimate and take some accountability for the emissions associated with 
production of the oil he is transporting, the emissions caused by the consumption of the petroleum 
products at the consumer end, the energy embedded in the materials used to build the pipeline, the 
emissions associated with changes in land use patterns, and the availability of alternatives to 
reduce “net” emissions through conservation, CO2 capture and storage of purchase of offsets, to 
name only some of the requirements.  
 
For those projects that make it through the impact assessment gauntlet, their costs will be 
sharply raised, and they will have to pass these on to their customers in other industries and 
ultimately to the Canadian consumer. This will have large but difficult-to-estimate effects on 
the competitiveness of Canadians firms. 
 
In a PowerPoint presentation posted on the website of the Friends of Science Society, I previously 
described the adverse effects of Federal and provincial government measures to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions in Canada. The presentation can be viewed here: 
 

 
 
https://blog.friendsofscience.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Properity-Foregone-1-A.pdf  

https://blog.friendsofscience.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Properity-Foregone-1-A.pdf
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In brief, federal and provincial governments in Canada have already implemented 237 different 
GHG emission-reduction measures. Some include carbon dioxide pricing (i.e. taxes, emissions 
trading systems, and output-based pricing systems). The federal government is now layering on to 
these the costs of the Clean Fuel Standard. It has imposed many restraints on the construction of 
new oil and gas pipelines, and increasingly discouraged investments in the hydrocarbons industries 
in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Newfoundland and Labrador. It has politicized the pipeline project 
review process so that it is no longer guided by objective, expert assessments of the public interest. 
The new Impact Assessment regulations convert the impact assessment process into an onerous 
and blunt instrument for discouraging any new economic project that causes GHG emissions to rise.  
 
It has one point arguably in its favour. It stops one step short of a legislative prohibition on any new 
economic activity that involves increased use of fossil fuels. That may well be next. 
 

 
 
 
 
  

Image licensed from Shutterstock. 
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About Friends of Science Society 
Friends of Science Society is an independent group of earth, atmospheric and solar scientists, 
engineers, and citizens that is celebrating its 18th year of offering climate science insights. After a 
thorough review of a broad spectrum of literature on climate change, Friends of Science Society has 
concluded that the sun is the main driver of climate change, not carbon dioxide (CO2). 
 
Friends of Science Society 
P.O. Box 23167, Mission P.O. 
Calgary, Alberta 
Canada T2S 3B1 
Toll-free Telephone: 1-888-789-9597 
Web: friendsofscience.org 
E-mail: contact(at)friendsofscience(dot)org 
Web: climatechange101.ca 
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